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Abstract 
Africa represents tremendous potential constrained by complex challenges. A qualitative 
approach was used to do a thematic macro analysis of the competitiveness of Egypt, Nigeria 
and South Africa using the management research category, navigating institutional voids, 
identified by George et al. (2016) and incorporating data from the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Competitiveness Report (GCR).  This study provides a framework for comparative 
analysis to inform business practitioners of issues, challenges and opportunities and propose a 
research agenda for management scholars.  In several of the factors, South Africa had the 
highest ranking. However, the most interesting findings emerge when analysing the measures 
on which all three African countries had equally poor ranks, namely; the quality of the education 
system and of math and science education. Additionally, information relating to some sub-
themes was lacking which could be the result of two factors. Firstly, certain sub-themes are 
difficult to quantify which makes it challenging to measure by way of a scale or rank. Secondly, 
there may be some information on certain sub-themes but the conditions or policies that give 
rise to the information are highly contextual and cannot be compared between countries in a 
meaningful way. Regardless of the constraints, the existing sub-themes are widely accepted to 
have a bearing on competitiveness.  
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1 Introduction 
 
Emerging countries in Africa are characterised by rapid industrialization, economic liberalisation 
and greater integration in the global economy (Marquis & Raynard, 2015). Amidst declining 
poverty and improving growth rates the global economic crisis, which started in 2008, came at a 
particularly unfavourable time for Africa. Growth in Africa has decreased by 60% as a result of 
the crisis (Fosu, 2013). Economic growth is not an end in itself, in order for African countries to 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals agreed to by the United Nations member states, 
which aim to reduce extreme poverty and improve living standards, a 7% year on year average 
growth rate is required (Akinboada & Kinfack, 2015). 
 
To spur economic growth certain driving factors such as an attractive investment ratio, human 
capital, research and development, and trade openness are needed (Akinboada & Kinfack, 
2015). A challenging economic climate demands an understanding of the growth factors listed 
and additional drivers of competitiveness in a range of synergistically connected areas, ranging 
from government policy to infrastructure and even the work ethic of citizens in the countries 
concerned. Developing and emerging countries in Africa are faced with a myriad of complex 
socio-economic challenges and knowing which competitive drivers to prioritize is in and of itself 
a significant challenge. It can be argued that countries with managers that deeply understand 
and address the relevant areas, through research and policy interventions will have a significant 
competitive advantage. The article ‘Bringing Africa in: promising directions for management 
research’ featured in the Academy of Management journal makes a compelling case for more 
  
 
 
management research to be conducted in the emerging and developing markets represented by 
the African continent (George, Corbishley, Khayesi, Haas & Tihanyi, 2016).  
 
In a review of the management articles about Africa conducted on publications from 1950 to 
date, Zoogah and Nkoma (2013) found 216 published articles.  Between 1990-2015 only 552 
peer-reviewed articles were published containing the words ‘Africa’ and ‘emerging economies’ in 
the business and economics field of journals listed in the Social Sciences Citation Index 
(George et al., 2016). Zoogah and Nkoma (2013) noted that the first decade of the new century 
was the most productive, commensurate with a growing interest in Africa. 
 
Interest in Africa is increasing but a clear and compelling research agenda is yet to emerge. The 
first category identified by George et al. (2016), which delimits the challenges created by a lack 
of robust institutions, represents the category with the most prolific information available - an 
indication that academic researchers are fairly au fait with describing the business management 
challenges in Africa. It is tragically descriptive of the challenges faced in Africa that the third 
category, “enabling opportunities of scale and scope” is the least well developed and discussed 
in terms of supporting information - an indication that researchers and practitioners are still 
grappling with potential solutions. It is instructive to consider the three largest economies on the 
continent by gross domestic product, Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa, as a sample of the 
broader concerns faced by the continent. 
 
Africa represents tremendous potential constrained by complex challenges. While it would be an 
oversimplification to say that the root of all solutions lies in economic growth, it is not inaccurate 
to emphasise the many social and developmental advantages that will inevitably flow from 
economic growth. In order to establish the conditions necessary for economic growth, it is 
crucial to understand the drivers of competitiveness, the holy grail of the economic growth 
imperative. As a result, this article seeks to explore the following research question; 
What are the challenges and opportunities faced by managers in the three largest 
economies in Africa as they navigate institutional voids? 
 
This article will seek to address the research question by addressing the following primary and 
secondary objectives. 
 
1.1  Primary objective 
Qualitatively contrast the three largest economies in Africa by identifying and exploring the sub-
themes that describe the management imperatives related to navigating institutional voids. 
 
1.2 Secondary objectives 
 
 Identify measures and sources of data that descriptively illustrate the sub-themes 
describing ‘navigating institutional voids’. 
 Qualitatively contrast the three largest economies in Africa from a management 
perspective according to the available data. 
 
 
2  Literature Review 
 
The literature review will provide an overview of Management research in Africa followed by 
definitions of institutional voids and an overview of opportunities and challenges faced in the 
African context. 
 
  
 
 
2.1  The importance of Management in Africa 
 
In their book chapter on ‘Management Research in Africa’, Zoogah and Nkoma (2013) analysed 
the Management publications related to Africa and found the following trends in articles; 
 Criticism of the dominance of western epistemology in the creation of management 
knowledge.  
 The assumptions and limitations of theories don’t translate well into the African context 
and are often the focus of articles that encourage a post-colonial lens. 
 Attempts to address the gaps in management research by conducting studies to adapt 
or develop ‘Africa-centred’ frameworks. 
Their research culminates in a call for the development of an African management philosophy 
that responds to the social and economic realities of the region. The call for management 
systems that are established and institutionalised in Africa is supported by Edoho (2001) which 
elucidates that these endogenous systems should take cognisance of the cultural realities, 
societal value systems and aim to improve the standard of living of the citizens in these 
countries.  
 
The management challenge in Africa is amplified because it emanates not only from a lack of 
productivity and efficiency but also from the shortcomings of technical training and management 
development programs (Edoho, 2001). In the face of a critical shortage of trained and efficient 
managers, it may seem ungrateful to criticize the attempts that have been made to remedy the 
status quo. However Edoho (2001), as well as Zoogah and Nkoma (2013), posit that a 
substantial part of the challenge remains in the disconnect between the management 
epistemology, theory and philosophies that are conveyed (as they are accepted in other parts of 
the world) and the prevailing practices that face African managers in reality. 
 
In order to develop an African management identity Zoogah and Nkoma (2013) explain that 
existing research falls into one of the following categories; 
1. Symbolic: doesn’t contribute to a unique African or global identity 
2. Sentimental: contributes to defining a foreign rather than African identity 
3. Territorial: contributes to defining a unique African identity 
4. Instrumental: contributes to defining both an African and global management identity 
In order to develop an African management philosophy more research with a territorial or 
instrumental focus is needed. African countries are also often characterised by a large public 
sector, making the government a key economic actor (Acquaah et al., 2013). Edoho (2001) 
articulates that effective management of human resources, industrial infrastructure, socio-
political processes and economic institutions can bring about the structural transformation that is 
critically important for national development and economic growth, an imperative African nations 
can agree on. 
  
2.2 Navigating Institutional Voids in Africa 
 
This article will focus on the first category identified by George et al. (2016), navigating 
institutional voids for two reasons; firstly, after a thorough review and analysis of available data 
points the category relating to institutional voids represents the best developed and most robust 
research stream of the three categories identified in the article. Secondly, the pervasive nature 
of institutions, including social, political and physical considerations often make them the 
perceived lynchpin of success and failure for entrepreneurs and large organisations. In fact, 
Acemoglu et al. (2014) argue that differences in institutional quality explain as much as 75% of 
the disparity in global income levels. 
 
  
 
 
Institutions have been credited with having multifaceted influences on organisations and 
competition (Williamson, 2000). Institutions can be defined as constraints that are devised and 
created by people that provide the structure and context for political, economic and social 
interactions (North, 1991). Scott (2014) adds that institutions also include the norms, regulations 
and conforming beliefs about cultural identities that in conjunction with activities and resources 
provide stability and meaning to social life. This is especially important in Africa as the society 
and economy are evolving simultaneously and in an interdependent manner, such that 
organisations are not just expected to promote economic development but also play a role in 
social development (Mair et al., 2012). Additionally, there are a diversity of  African 
management thought systems that influence the interconnected formal and informal economies 
throughout the continent (Zoogah et al., 2015). 
 
2.3 The African context: opportunities and challenges 
 
The African continent represents tremendous diversity across the various cultures and countries 
that call the continent home. Countries in Africa are diverse on many measures including 
political, legal, sociocultural, technological and economic, but one common factor is the strong 
influence of governments and the predominance of state owned enterprises (Musacchio & 
Lazzarini, 2014). Unfortunately, poverty together with slow growth, unequal income and wealth 
distribution are the norm and not the exception in Africa (Asongu, 2013). Another commonality 
is that these countries and their markets are characterised by a lack of formality and less 
developed regulatory infrastructure which translates into market regulations, corporate 
governance, and requisite transparency, accounting standards and the protection of intellectual 
property not being as dependable and advanced as would be expected from developed 
economies (Marquis, Zhang & Zhou, 2011). These countries share certain similarities such as a 
young population and increasing workforce along with rapid urbanisation (Marquis & Raynard, 
2015). Additionally Africa battles with endemic and systemic corruption which increases income 
inequality and impedes economic development, factors which negatively affect economic growth 
(Asongu, 2013). Additionally, corruption affects the productivity of resources by reducing their 
quality. 
 
There are distinct differences in Africa by region and country on a variety of measures, 
nevertheless, it is possible to identify the key factors that contribute to competitive success 
(Rogerson, 2001). This is especially important because eight of the worlds’ 20 fastest growing 
economies in the next few years are in Africa (Global Macro Monitor, 2017). In order to 
contribute to the discussion of the reality inferred to by the ‘navigating institutional voids’ 
research category, only the three largest economies in Africa will be evaluated. The three 
largest economies by gross domestic product in Africa are Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa. 
 
The Arab spring that swept through the Middle East did not leave Egypt untouched, unseating 
Hosni Mubarak in 2011 after almost 30 years at the helm (Henderson, 2013). Unfortunately the 
anticipated freedom and reform that this regime change was supposed to bring to bear have yet 
to materialise, instead resulting in political unrest, declining tourism and fuel and currency 
reserve shortages (Euronews, 2016; Samir, 2018). However, economic progress is being made 
with Egypt pushing through a raft of reforms in order to gain US$ 12 billion from the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) first promised in 2016 (IMF, 2016). Thus far Egypt has floated the 
Egyptian pound (the resulting devaluation of assets was significant), introduced a value added 
tax law, reduced their energy subsidies and raised interest rates to manage inflation (Samir, 
2018). Initial results are promising with increasing growth rates touted for 2018-2019. 
 
  
 
 
Nigeria has been plagued by religious and ethnic turmoil, with the first elections since the end of 
the military rule only being held in 2003 (BBC, 2017a). Nigeria is the biggest oil exporter on the 
continent while also boasting the largest gas reserves (The World Bank, 2017). The wealth of oil 
discovered in Nigeria can be regarded as both a blessing and curse, it has led to great wealth 
but also violence and corruption. The uprising by Boko Haram militants and the challenges 
subsequent Nigerian presidents have faced in managing and even acknowledging the 
magnitude of the problem reveals the extent of the political and religious challenges faced by 
the country (BBC, 2017a). The current administration, led by Muhammadu Buhari ushered in 
the first peaceful transition of power between two political parties in 2015. The administration is 
also implementing an Economic Recovery and Growth plan 2017-2020 that is starting to bear 
fruit. The main objectives are to diversify the economy (where growth has been led by cyclical 
oil prices), promote growth in the private sector and drive job growth to address inequality, 
address insufficient infrastructure and build effective institutions addressing governance issues 
(The World Bank, 2017). 
 
South Africa has represented a tale of transformation since the dawn of democracy in 1994 
(South African History Online, 2017). Economic growth and sound policies did start to transform 
the economy and improve living conditions. Unfortunately, the recession combined with 
declining commodity prices has meant that economic growth cannot keep pace with the 
demands of a growing population. In order for the economy to be reinvigorated the following is 
necessary; ease market entry for new firms, remove hurdles to increase job creation, address 
policy uncertainty which negatively affects consumer confidence, and address perceptions of 
weakening governance (IMF, 2016). Unfortunately, political turmoil in the ruling African National 
Congress has only increased along with the exposure of extensive corruption claims (BBC, 
2017b).  While private institutions have tried to deal with allegations of corruption levelled 
against them, there has been a lack of political will to date for public institutions to do the same, 
even in the face of numerous commissions of inquiry. Against the backdrop of a credit rating 
downgrade and with the threat of more downgrades looming the stakes are high for the newly 
elected president of South Africa to get it right (McKenzie, 2019).  
 
While each of these countries is contextually unique they also collectively represent challenges 
and opportunities synonymous with the rest of the African continent. Demands for reforms that 
address inequality and corruption are widespread. Demographics skewed to the youth who are 
seeking access to the labour market and have aspirations for a better future are another shared 
characteristic (Ighobor, 2013). These similarities mean that despite religious and political 
idiosyncrasies these three economies represent the broad themes that the African continent is 
grappling with. 
 
 
3 Research Methodology 
 
A qualitative approach was used to address the research question in this exploratory study that 
provides rich descriptions of the phenomena (country performance) in question. In structuring 
the findings a thematic content analysis was conducted. Firstly, the authors identified themes 
that explained the phenomena represented by the research category ‘navigating institutional 
voids’. The second step was to systematically analyse the three largest economies in Africa 
according to the phenomena and themes, using a process of theoretical sampling (Willig, 2009). 
To this end, data was collected and analysed in a process that was directed by the parameters 
of the established category, which assisted in the theoretical development of the themes that 
were analysed. The data which informed this process was collected from the World Economic 
Forums Global Competitiveness Report for 2015-2016 and 2017-2018. The GCR’s validity and 
  
 
 
reliability are well established and accepted in literature, both influencing policy makers and 
academic literature (Høyland et al., 2009; Xia et al., 2012). As the themes and data collected 
refer to country level analysis this study constitutes a macro perspective of the phenomenon in 
question. For the purposes of this particular study, the secondary data available in the GCR are 
appropriate and adequate to draw the necessary conclusions. The report analyses 140 
countries in 2015-2016 and 137 countries in 2017-2018 resulting in 114 indicators which are 
grouped into 12 pillars (Schwab et al., 2015; Schwab et al., 2017). The variance in countries 
ranked in each subsequent report depends on the relevant information being available when 
sought. Although the country rankings changed in some cases between 2015-2016 and 2017-
2018, the score achieved by the country remained unchanged. The authors mitigated this 
limitation by taking both the score and ranking of countries into consideration.  
 
 
4 Findings 
 
The research question in this paper delineated the focus on the category; ‘Navigating 
institutional voids’, the researchers deduced themes that explain this category, namely: 
• Influence of institutional infrastructure on success and failure of firms. 
• Resource constraints. 
• Fair market access for inclusive growth. 
 
Next, the researchers analysed each theme to identify the relevant components using sub-
themes. Following this secondary data sources were analysed in order to ascertain potentially 
relevant data from the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report (GCR) that 
accurately describe the competitiveness of a country in relation to the pre-identified sub-themes. 
Table 1 presents a summary of the secondary data items that were identified.  
 
In order to determine whether a data item was relevant to a sub-theme, the researchers 
meticulously used the descriptions of each data item to gain an accurate understanding of what 
the secondary data point describes.  The findings report on the specific score that the country 
received, which was based on a Likert scale out of seven, as well as the country’s ranking out of 
all the countries assessed-which provides perspective on relative global competitiveness. Part 
of the contribution of this study relates to identifying the shortage of easily accessible and 
reliable data for certain items. Five sub-themes could not accurately be described by the 
comparative secondary data sources that were available.  
 
4.1  Influence of institutional infrastructure on success and failure of firms 
 
The influence of institutional infrastructure on the success and failure of firms (see Table 2) 
describes a country’s context relating to the structures and facilities that impact the potential 
effectiveness of an organisation operating within the specific country. The sub-themes relating 
to this include (1) Market liberalisation, (2) Corruption and (3) Ethnic and linguistic diversity. 
Market liberalisation refers to creating more competitive markets by removing government 
imposed barriers to economic behaviour (Simmons et al., 2006) evidenced in the increasing 
value and intensity of value chain activities. Overall South Africa reflects the most competitive 
environment in relation to Market liberalisation. South Africa has the highest value and ranking 
for value chain breath (46/137), local supplier quality (42/137) and quantity (46/137) and 
intensity of local competition (43/137). Between 2015-2016 and 2017-2018 Egypt showed the 
greatest improvement in value chain breadth, followed by South Africa, unfortunately Nigeria 
showed a decrease in this item. The greatest variance between the countries is local supplier 
quality with South Africa listed as number 42, Egypt at 95 and Nigeria at 110 of the 137 
  
 
 
Table 1: Summary of descriptive components identified in phase three 
Navigating institutional voids Secondary data items from GCR
 Theme 1
ꞏ     Value chain breath
ꞏ     Local supplier quantity and quality
ꞏ     Intensity of local competition
ꞏ     Diversion of public funds
ꞏ     Public trust in politicians
ꞏ     Irregular payments and bribes
ꞏ     Favouritism in decisions of government 
officials
 1.3 Ethnic and linguistic diversity None applicable 
 Theme 2
ꞏ     Capacity to retain and attract talent
ꞏ     Secondary education
ꞏ     Tertiary education enrolment
ꞏ     Quality of education
ꞏ     Financing through local equity markets
ꞏ     Ease of access to loans
ꞏ     Venture capital availability
ꞏ     Availability of financial services
ꞏ     Affordability of financial services
2.3 Technology ꞏ     Technology readiness
2.4 Managerial capabilities ꞏ     Reliance on professional management
2.5 Local knowledge None applicable
2.6 Traditional technologies None applicable
2.7 Networks of trust ꞏ       Willingness to delegate authority
 Theme 3
ꞏ      Burden of government regulation
ꞏ      Overall infrastructure
ꞏ      Quality of electricity supply
ꞏ      Mobile  and fixed telephones
ꞏ      Soundness of banks
ꞏ   Women in labour force
No additional applicable information
 3.3 Policy initiative (i.e. Female inclusion, 
BEE)  None applicable
2.1
 1.2
Resource constraints
Influence of institutional infrastructure on success and failure of firms
 1.1 Market liberalisation 
Corruption 
Lack of human capital 
Enabling services and conditions 3.1
 3.2
2.2
Access to financial services (hurdles, 
gender discrimination and lack of 
enforcement of property rights)
Fair market access for inclusive growth 
Lack of financial capital 
  
countries listed in 2017-2018. The intensity of local competition in Egypt seems to be 
particularly low with a score of 4.8/7 and a ranking of 88/137 when compared to Nigeria 
(70/137) and South Africa (44/137). In spite of this, it must, however, be noted that Egypt also 
showed the greatest improvement between 2015-2016 and 2017-2018 with their ranking 
improving from 128/40 to 88/137. 
 
Corruption can have a negative effect on the prosperity of a country. Although corruption 
appears to be a challenge for all three of the chosen countries, Egypt is dealing with corruption 
better, relative to Nigeria and South Africa. Egypt has the best ranking for the diversion of public 
funds (52/137), public trust in politicians (67/137), irregular payments and bribes (57/137) and 
favouritism in decisions of government officials (48/137). Egypt also showed noteworthy gains in 
the rankings for the first three measures between 2015-2016 and 2017-2018, with the only 
dramatic decrease in the same period being for the favouritism in decisions of government 
officials. South Africa had the most dramatic decrease in ranking, reflecting the ongoing 
governance crises arising from the now frequent allegations of corruption. ‘Irregular payments 
and bribes’ reflect the average score of five components concerning the commonality of firms 
  
 
 
making undocumented payments or bribes connected to (a) imports and exports; (b) public 
utilities; (c) annual tax payments; (d) awarding of public contracts and licenses; and (e) 
obtaining favourable judicial decisions (Schwab et al., 2015). The scores on the ranking for 
these measures are reverse coded with 1 indicating that the practice is very common and 7 
indicating that the practice never occurs (Schwab et al., 2016). From an ethical managerial 
perspective, attempts to diminish the influence of corruption on business dealings and economic 
growth, should be the focus for policies and reform initiatives. 
 
Ethnic and linguistic diversity is an undoubted reality, perhaps more so in multicultural Nigeria 
and South Africa than in Egypt. Whilst there are individual sources that identify and attempt to 
explain the ethnic diversity of these three countries there is not a central source of data 
comparing the complexity of conducting business in these countries as a result of ethnic and 
linguistic diversity. 
 
Table 2: Influence of institutional infrastructure on success and failure of firms 
Value chain breath 3.7 73 3.9 56 3.5 99 3.3 107 3.9 56 4.2 46
Local supplier quantity 4.5 68 4.3 85 4.7 44 4.6 64 4.6 51 4.7 46
Local supplier quality 3.8 109 4 95 3.8 102 3.7 110 4.8 38 4.7 42
Intensity of local competition 4.2 128 4.8 88 5.2 60 5.1 70 5.4 43 5.4 44
Corruption (including firms 
attempts to mitigate 
corruption by i.e. CSR)
Diversion of public funds 3.5 61 4 52 2.1 132 2.1 132 2.9 94 2.6 109
Public trust in politicians 2.8 83 3 67 1.7 132 1.6 130 2.4 98 2 114
Irregular payments and bribes 4.1 60 4.2 57 2.6 132 2.8 124 4.3 50 3.4 91
Favouritism in decisions of 
government officials
4.1 25 3.5 48 2.1 132 2.1 125 2.6 105 2 127
Ethnic and linguistic diversity n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Egypt Nigeria
Market liberalisation Value Rank /140 Value
Rank
/140
Egypt
2015-2016 2017-2018 2015-2016
n/a-none applicable
Influence of institutional 
infrastructure on success and 
failure of firms
Value Rank /137
Nigeria
Value Rank /137 Value
Rank 
/137
South Africa South Africa
2017-2018 2015-2016 2017-2018
Rank 
/140Value
  
4.2  Resource Constraints 
 
 Available resources are the foundation of economic growth and where there is a lack of 
infrastructure it impedes company access to transport, human capital, finance flows and 
requisite technology. The sub-themes that describe this are categorised according to formal 
resources which include (1) lack of human capital, (2) lack of financial capital, (3) technology, 
and (4) managerial capabilities; and informal resources which include (5) local knowledge, (6) 
traditional technologies, and (7) networks of trust (refer to Table 3).  
 
Management of human capital leads to national development and economic growth (Edoho, 
2001). The lack of human capital is, therefore, an important consideration as a country cannot 
move from a factor based to a knowledge based economy without an educated labour force with 
the necessary skills, becoming a knowledge based economy is a measure of competitiveness. 
The secondary data that describes this subtheme offers a mix of results. Between 2015-2016 
and 2017-2018 South Africa’s advantages in terms of country capacity to retain talent (61/140 to 
78/137), country capacity to attract talent (46/140 to 66/137), and secondary education 
enrolment, (12/140 to 54/137) were seriously dented with Nigeria taking over in terms of 
capacity to retain talent (70/137) and attract talent (52/137). South Africa’s excellent enrolment 
  
 
 
in secondary education dropped considerably by 2017-2018 (54/137) reflecting the struggle to 
translate enrollment to higher education, Egypt boasts the ‘highest’ ranking (76/137). 
Unfortunately, both the quality of the education systems and of math and science education in 
all three countries is very weak, reflected by unfavourably high rankings. However, progress 
must be acknowledged as all three countries improved their rankings over the period under 
investigation. The ‘highest’ ranking is South Africa’s for the quality of their education system 
(114/137). South Africa is also no longer stone last (140/140) for the quality of math and science 
education revealing a somewhat improved ranking (128/137). The ability to retain talent from an 
educational system that fares so poorly points to the systematic and structural weaknesses that 
have to be dealt with in these economies. 
 
The lack of financial capital (both credit and private equity) has the potential to be a critical 
hurdle for competitiveness, as entrepreneurs and businesses cannot trade without access to 
financial capital. The secondary data shows that South Africa displays the best performance of 
the countries in question despite a substantial decrease in rankings for the period under 
investigation. In 2015-16 South Africa was ranked first in the world in financing through local 
equity markets (1/140) and highly ranked for the availability and affordability of financial services 
(6/140 and 21/140). By 2017-2018 South Africa’s ranking for financing through local equity 
markets (25/137), and the availability and affordability of financial services (32/137 and 48/137) 
was reflecting the challenging operating environment for business. The challenging financial 
landscape that businesses in Egypt and Nigeria dealt with in 2015-2016, is noticeable with low 
competitive rankings for availability of financial services (129/140 and 86/140 respectively), 
affordability of financial services (126/140 and 122/140 respectively), ease of access to loans 
(128/140 and 135/140 respectively) and venture capital availability (91/140 and 128/140 
respectively).  Nigeria experienced a small decrease in ranking for all the above elements 
except ease of access to loans (130/137). The most astounding improvement came from Egypt, 
with leaps in the rankings for the availability of financial services (from 129/140 to 73/137), 
affordability of financial services (126/140 to 85/137), ease of access to loans (128/140 to 
66/137) and venture capital availability (91/140 to 74/137). The financial inflows and 
improvements in these rankings can be attributed to the reforms that are underway as well as 
the inflow of capital from the IMF into the Egyptian economy (IMF, 2017). 
 
Technology is acknowledged for its enabling role in country competitiveness (Dosi et al., 2015). 
South-Africa scores very competitively in internet bandwidth (19/140 and 11/137), firm-level 
technology absorption (28/140 and 38/137) and availability of the latest technologies (41/140 
and 45/137). All three countries show similar levels of individuals using the internet when 
calculated as a percentage of the population with only Nigeria showing quite a decline in 
rankings for the years under investigation (84/140 to 105/137). Egypt showed a notable 
increase in the availability of the latest technology (120/140 to 91/137). Nigeria shows the 
weakest performance in mobile-broadband subscriptions (117/137), internet bandwidth 
(109/137) and fixed broadband internet subscriptions (133/137).  
 
Upon reviewing the advantages that should be conferred by informal resources, it is the 
absence of comparative information that is glaring. The lack of information could be ascribed to 
the fact that local knowledge and traditional technologies are contextual elements and by their 
nature that makes it difficult to identify what information needs to be collected in different 
countries and what should and can be compared. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Table 3: Resource constraints 
Country capacity to retain talent 2.9 101 2.9 103 3.2 90 3.4 70 3.6 61 3.3 78
Country capacity to attract talent 2.7 108 2.4 116 3.7 50 3.6 52 3.8 46 3.3 66
Secondary education enrolment, gross % 86.3 80 86.1 84 43.8 125 55.7 112 110.8 12 98.8 54
Tertiary education enrolment, gross % 30.1 77 36.2 76 10.4 113 10.1 113 19.7 93 19.4 99
Quality of education system 2.1 139 2.5 130 2.7 125 2.8 117 2.2 138 2.8 114
Quality of math and science education 2.6 131 2.8 122 2.6 132 2.9 118 2 140 2.8 128
Lack of financial capital (credit and 
private equity, from microbusinesses 
Availability of financial services 3.4 129 4.2 73 4.1 86 3.7 102 6.1 6 5 32
Affordability of financial services 3.3 126 3.6 85 3.5 122 2.6 129 5.3 21 4.1 48
Financing through local equity markets 3.8 55 4.3 41 4 43 4 48 5.6 1 4.6 25
Ease of access to loans 1.9 128 3.9 66 1.6 135 2.6 130 3.5 32 3.9 62
Venture capital availability 2.5 91 2.8 74 2 128 1.8 131 3 47 2.9 66
Technology
Availability of latest technologies 3.9 120 4.3 91 4.2 99 4.3 98 5.3 41 5.2 45
Firm-level technology absorption 3.8 126 4.1 100 4.3 91 4.3 80 5.4 28 5 38
FDI and technology transfer 4.4 75 4.3 75 4.4 71 4.2 82 4.5 64 4.5 60
Individuals using internet % 31.7 95 39.2 93 42.7 84 25.7 105 49 71 54 76
Fixed-broadband Internet subscriptions 3.7 91 5.2 88 0 137 0 133 3.2 93 2.8 98
Internet bandwidth 9.3 101 17.2 100 3.1 126 11.3 109 149.5 19 263 11
Mobile-broadband subscriptions 43.5 68 52.6 77 11.7 110 21.8 117 46.7 63 58.6 71
Managerial capabilities n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Local knowledge n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Traditional technologies n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
Networks of trust
Willingness to delegate authority 4.2 34 3.7 118 3.6 89 4.6 41 4.5 26 5 24
South AfricaResource constraints Egypt Egypt Nigeria Nigeria South Africa
          n/a-none applicable
2015-2016 2017-2018 2015-2016 2017-2018 2015-2016 2017-2018
Value Rank /137
Inf
or
ma
l 
res
ou
rce
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/140Value
Lack of human capital (educated 
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4.3 Fair market access for inclusive growth 
 
The opportunity to contribute meaningfully to the economy of a country and thus aid economic 
development and growth is a measure of how equal the society is (Samans et al., 2015). Table 
4 presents the sub-themes that describe this theme being ‘Enabling services and conditions’ as 
a sub-theme describes the business environment that is needed for countries to become 
competitive. Egypt appears to be relinquishing an important advantage in that the burden of its 
government regulation increased (60/140 to 87/137). South Africa seems to have made some 
improvement with regards to decreasing the burden of its government regulation (117/140 to 
89/137). An important advantage that South Africa appears to be relinquishing is the soundness 
of its banks (8/140 to 37/137), the same measure where Egypt has shown marked improvement 
(70/140 to 49/137). Egypt has also shown great improvement in the quality of its electricity 
supply (101/140 to 63/137) and the quality of its overall infrastructure (114/140 to 73/137). 
Nigeria currently presents the worst business environment considering the quality of their 
electricity supply (136/137), fixed telephone line/100 population (134/137) and the quality of 
overall infrastructure (131/137). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Table 4: Fair market access for inclusive growth 
Enabling services and conditions Value Rank /140 Value
Rank 
/137 Value
Rank 
/140 Value
Rank 
/137 Value
Rank 
/140 Value
Rank 
/137
Burden of government regulation 3.5 60 3.2 87 3 109 2.8 114 2.9 117 3.2 89
Quality of overall infrastructure 3.1 114 4 73 2.4 133 2.3 131 4.3 59 4.1 72
Quality of electricity supply 3.5 101 5 63 1.4 139 1.4 136 2.9 116 3.9 97
Mobile telephone subscriptions/100 pop 114.3 69 114 77 77.8 117 81.8 117 150 22 142.4 27
Fixed telephones lines/100 pop 7.6 97 7.1 90 0.1 139 0.1 134 8.1 90 6.6 93
Soundness of banks 4.8 70 5.4 49 4.7 77 4.3 99 6.4 8 5.5 37
Access to financial services (hurdles, 
gender discrimination and lack of 
enforcement of property rights)
Women in labour force 0.33 135 0.31 131 0.76 87 0.76 83 0.77 86 0.8 72
Policy initiative (ie. Female inclusion, BEE) n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
2015-2016 2017-2018 2015-2016 2017-2018
n/a-none applicable
Egypt Nigeria South AfricaEgypt Nigeria South AfricaFair market access for inclusive growth 
(bridging inequalities of market access) 2015-2016 2017-2018
  
The sub-theme, access to financial services describes the ease with which financial services 
can be accessed regardless of gender and the opportunity for access to legal recourse to 
exercise property rights. South Africa and Nigeria show slight increases in their ranking position 
for women in the labour force (83/137 and 72/137 respectively), while Egypt (131/137) can 
contribute their low ranking to religious observance. Unfortunately, there is no comparative data 
to more comprehensively describe all the elements of this sub-theme. Additionally, the sub-
theme ‘policy initiative’ also has no comparative information available. The lack of comparative 
evidence can be attributed to the contextual nature of policies in different countries, broad 
based black economic empowerment, for example, is a South African policy which will not be 
found in other African countries. 
 
 
5 Conclusion 
 
This article presents an analysis of the management research category; navigating institutional 
voids identified by George et al. (2016). The themes that were identified in this article are the (1) 
influence of institutional infrastructure on success and failure of firms, (2) resource constraints, 
and (3) fair market access for inclusive growth. Subsequently, sub-themes were identified and 
data points that were descriptive of each sub-theme were elicited. The authors propose the use 
of the identified themes and sub-themes as an approach for evaluating and comparing African 
economies. This can be useful for practitioners and researchers to gain a deeper understanding 
and fresh perspective in order to identify the hurdles to greater economic growth.  
 
Over the period under investigation Egypt displayed the biggest improvement in rankings and 
South Africa the biggest slide. Egypt’s improvement can be broadly attributed to the reforms and 
policy initiatives that are being implemented by the current government in order to comply with 
requirements for an IMF injection of capital (IMF, 2017). The slide in South Africa’s rankings can 
be attributed to the spate of corruption allegations that have increasingly plagued both the public 
and private sector. What is most telling are the measures on which all three African countries 
had equally poor ranks, namely; the quality of the education system and of math and science 
education, and to an extent the quality of the electricity supply and overall quality of 
infrastructure.  
 
 
  
 
 
6  Implications of the research 
 
Unfortunately, lamenting unequal access to opportunities may prove cathartic but offers no 
solutions when the human capital and physical infrastructure are not being built to succeed in 
the world of tomorrow.  Interestingly, Nigeria and South Africa had much poorer scores and 
ranking than Egypt for almost every category connected to corruption. The mere fact that the 
rents of business accrue to third parties and gate keepers is largely explanatory of the missed 
opportunities and prosperity that has yet to be achieved on the continent. 
 
A limitation faced by the authors was that comparative data points could not be sourced in all 
instances, this points to factors and issues that are highly contextual and likely to differ between 
African countries. This alludes to the fact that exploiting opportunities in Africa is contextually 
unique, under explored and under reported in the African context. Thus the gap in information 
indicates where management researchers could focus their attention and where managers as 
practitioners need to develop innovative approaches to address the prevailing challenges. 
 
The number of studies conducted in an African context are increasing, but it is not just the 
volume of studies that is important. The research areas that studies address as well as the 
impact and validity of these studies is of great importance. This article links the theoretical 
challenges that mark institutional voids with the practical reality in the three largest economies in 
Africa. The gaps and challenges identified provide an agenda for researchers and practitioners, 
outlining challenges that require high impact research and dedicated interventions to be 
addressed. 
 
 
7 Recommendations 
 
Future studies would benefit from a broader perspective, providing insight into the remaining 
categories; developing capabilities, embedding values and enabling opportunities of scale and 
scope (George et al., 2016). Additionally, other economies in Africa could be included in the 
analysis to propose a research agenda for the emerging and developing economies present on 
the African continent. 
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